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PREVALENCE OF SYPHILIS. 

AS INDICATED BY THE ROUTINE USE OF THE WASSERMANN REACTION. 

By Wm. M. Bryan, Passed Assistant Surgeon, and Jas. F. Hooker, Acting Assistant 
Surgeon, United States Public Health Service. 

The Wassermann reaction is steadily coming into more common 
use, and its value as a routine procedure is being more fully appre- 
ciated. A number of reports of such routine examination have been 
made, notably one by Dr. Albert A. Homer (Boston Medical and 
Surgical Journal, Feb. 10, 1916) on 500 cases at the Massachusetts 
General Hospital, in which he found that 17.4 per cent of the patients 
tested gave a positive reaction. 

For the purpose of comparing such findings and also to determine 
the incidence of syphilis in a certain industry, it was decided to obtain 
a similar series from seamen admitted to the Boston Marine Hos- 
pital and to compare this with the records of previous years, when 
the Wassermann had been used only occasionally, and with other 
years when it had not been used at all. The higher syphilitic mor- 
bidity in our series than is usual in general hospitals is probably 
fully accounted for by the fact that only adult males are treated at 
marine hospitals. 

Since February, 1916, blood has been drawn from every one ad- 
mitted and the serum obtained by centrifuging sent to the Hygienic 
Laboratory at Washington, where the test was made. Up to October, 
1916, 312 cases were thus tested, and 77, or 24.7 per cent, were posi- 
tive. Eeadmissions and faulty specimens have been excluded from 
this series, and doubtful reactions have been considered negative. 

Of the 77 positive cases 19 were obviously syphilitic, having either 
marked secondaries or other symptoms on which a definite diagnosis 
could have been made without the use of a Wassermann. If these 
19 cases be excluded the percentage will be reduced to 18.6 in the 
apparently nonsyphilitic. On the other hand, it should be noted 
that 11 cases obviously syphilitic gave a negative reaction because 
of recent treatment, and had these cases been included with the 77 
positive cases the total incidence would be raised to 28.2 per cent. 

Beginning in 1911 the Wassermann reaction was used at the 
Boston Marine Hospital as an aid to diagnosis in doubtful cases, 
and the records show that from that date to 1916 2,863 cases were 
admitted and 468 Wassermanns taken, of which 191 were positive, 
260 negative, and 17 doubtful, and that in these years 9.1 per cent 
of all cases admitted were diagnosed as syphilitic. 

Reports for the five years 1907-1911 show that 4.3 per cent of 
all cases treated in hospitals of the United States Public Health 
Service were diagnosed as syphilis. During this period the Wasser- 
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maim reaction was used seldom, if ever, so this is probably a fair 
average of the easily recognizable cases among patients at Marine 
Hospitals. 

The value of the serum test in the diagnosis of syphilis is now 
universally admitted, and the fact that the reaction may be positive 
in the absence of this disease or negative in its presence does not 
detract from its practical value. It is also well recognized that 
more negative reactions occur in the presence of syphilis than posi- 
tive reactions in its absence, and this is true especially in the 
obscure so-called parasyphilitic cases, as has been demonstrated not 
only by the other reactions, such as the gold chloride test, but also by 
the post-morten findings. 

From the above data it would seem fair to conclude : 

1. That the prevalence of syphilis is much greater than is shown 
by ordinary hospital and medical records, and that by the routine 
use of the Wassermann reaction a large percentage of cases which 
certainly could not be diagnosed without it, will be recognized and 
properly treated. 

2. That for the protection of the public health, to say nothing of 
the relief of much individual suffering, State and city laboratories 
where the Wassermann test can be obtained without cost should 
be universally established, and physicians and the public at large 
should be educated to its use in the same way that they have been 
educated to demand examination of sputum for tuberculosis. 



THE FEEBLE-MINDED. 

THEIR PREVALENCE AND NEEDS IN THE SCHOOL POPULATION OF ARKANSAS. 

By Walter L. Tkeadwat, Assistant Surgeon, United States Public Health Service. 

In recognition of the fact that the care of the mental defective has 
become quite generally the function of the State, the Fortieth Gen- 
eral Assembly (1915) of Arkansas passed the following concurrent 
resolution : 

That a commission of five persons, residents of this State, shall be appointed 
by the Governor, to investigate the conditions and needs of the feeble-minded 
in the State, the said commission to be known as the Commission for the 
Feeble-Minded. Approved March 25, 1915. 

At the request of the commission thus appointed, and for the fur- 
therance of general investigations of mental and school hygiene, an 
officer of the Public Health Service was detailed to make studies of 
the prevalence of feeble-mindedness in Arkansas for the purpose of 
assisting the commission in determining the needs of the State in 
regard to the feeble-minded. 



